ABSTRACT INTRODUCTION Nass is a smokeless tobacco product. Iranian Turkmen have a long history of nass consumption. However, the factors contributing to nass consumption among Iranian Turkmen are not known. The purpose of the present study is to examine the factors contributing to nass consumption among Iranian Turkmen. METHODS This qualitative study was conducted between January and March 2016 in four Turkmen cities of Golestan province in Iran. Participants included 34 male Turkmen nass consumers. Data were collected through individual and group interviews and were analyzed by content analysis. Data management was done by qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA, Version 10. RESULTS The results of data analysis revealed the following as the main reasons for nass consumption by the study population: 1) cultural, social, and environmental facilitators, 2) nass was considered as an alternative to cigarette smoking, 3) nass was believed to intensify the effects of opium and other drugs, 4) specific occupations and circumstances, and 5) beliefs related to nass. CONCLUSIONS Cultural and historical backgrounds, convenient access to nass at a very low price, curiosity, emulation, and peer pressure were the main factors driving nass consumption among Iranian Turkmen. Various beliefs, such as the idea that nass intensifies the effects of opium and alcohol, calms the nerves, and helps individuals quit smoking were also found to contribute to this phenomenon. Finally, individuals in certain lines of work, such as fishing, driving combines, and military service, were more likely to consume nass.
INTRODUCTION
Many forms of smokeless tobacco are used around the world. For example, chewing tobacco and moist snuff are used in United States, and Snus is consumed in Sweden 1 . Like other forms of tobacco, smokeless tobacco contains nicotine, which is an addictive substance 1 . With policies set to promote clean air in public places and to reduce the effect of tobacco smoke, the use of smokeless tobacco in the USA and Scandinavian countries has gained popularity in recent years 2 . On the other hand, smokeless tobacco products are widely used by people who need help to quit smoking 3 . However, this product has its own detrimental effects on an individual's health, and has caused serious debates among medical and health professionals 4 . In Central Asian countries, such as Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan, smokeless tobacco is known as nass and contains a mixture of tobacco leaves and substances such as lime and ash 5 . Iranian Turkmen live in the two northern and north-eastern provinces of Golestan and North Khorasan of Iran. The Golestan Province in situated in the north of Iran and south-east of the Caspian Sea. According to the 2016 census, the population of the Golestan province was about 1.7 million, of which about Tob. Induc. Dis. 2018;16(August):37 https://doi.org/10.18332/tid/93697 40% were Turkmen 6 . The province of Golestan includes 14 cities (Figure 1 ). The Turkmen ethnic group in the Golestan province lives in its central and northern areas, known as Turkmen-Sahra (Turkmen steppes). Turkmen have a long history of nass consumption, and sublingual use of nass is common among them. Turkmen keep nass between their gums and lower lip for 2 to 10 minutes before discarding it. In an effort to make it more hygienic, some people wrap the nass in a paper tissue and place it under their tongue; in this case it takes longer for nass to have an effect. The nass used by Turkmen comes in 50 g plastic packages. There are two types of nass: Turkmen nass and Afghan nass. Elderly men are the main consumers of Turkmen nass, made by combining ground tobacco with ash, salt, and water. They have learned how to make nass from their ancestors and they make nass in their own small workshops at home. Turkmen nass ( Figure  2 ) has a lighter color than Afghan nass. Afghan nass is more popular among young consumers, and it is also produced in the province. Afghan nass is made by mixing ground tobacco with lime, salt, water, pepper, and other synthetic materials. Afghan nass comes in plastic packages under brand names such as Pesare Malang and Panjshir ( Figures  3 and 4) . The production of nass (both Afghan and Turkmen) is illegal. Individuals who make nass do not have a production license and such activity is not supervised by officials. Therefore, the amount and type of materials used in making nass is unclear. Also, unlike different types of smokeless tobacco used in Western countries, nass is not pasteurized and its nicotine concentration is uncertain. While in the past consumption of nass was more common among older people, these days it is widely used by young adults too. Examining the results of a cohort study on 50045 people aged 40-75 years, Islami et al. 7 found that 42.4% of the participants were male, 1.1% smoked hookah and 7.5% consumed nass.
Qualitative research provides researchers with valuable and critical information of participants and their thoughts and feelings. Qualitative studies examining the factors contributing to nass consumption allow direct interaction with real consumers and their opinions and experiences. The data collected in such studies reflect the reasons for nass consumption more accurately 8 . Based on our literature review, the prevalence of nass and the factors contributing to nass consumption among Iranian Turkmen have not been examined before. Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to provide a thorough understanding of nass consumption and its contributing factors in these people. 
METHODS
This qualitative descriptive study was conducted during Winter 2016 in four major Turkmen cities of Golestan province: Gonbad-e-Qabous, Aq Qala, Ghomishan, and Bandar-e-Turkmen. Thirty-four nass consumers of Turkmen ethnicity participated in this study. Participants were 17-70 years old and were selected from different areas of Turkmen-Sahra. Purposive sampling was used to allow maximum variation in terms of age, location, occupation and marital status (Table 1) . Every participant was interviewed separately. Furthermore, three focus group discussions were carried out, with 4 or 5 participants in each group. The discussions were carried out unplanned and in natural environments (Table 2) .
Data collection
Data were collected through individual semistructured interviews and focus group discussions. The main question was: 'what triggers the consumption of nass?'. Three focus group interviews were also carried out to examine group, social and cultural dynamics of participants in their natural environments 9 . Interviews were done in public places, such as in front of shops. Interviews were continued until data saturation was reached (no new information was obtained). All interviews were carried out by the first author who is a Turkmen. Interviews were done in the Turkmen language. On average, each interview took half an hour; and each focus group discussion lasted an hour. Before each interview, the purpose of the interview was explained to the participants and they were assured that the interviews will not have any negative effect on them. The participants were also told that they did not need to disclose their names and could terminate the interview and withdraw from the study at any time without being asked for a reason. Participants were assured that the collected information would be kept confidential. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed to text in the Turkmen language, as soon as possible. Upon completion of the interview, participants were given a mobile phone charge worth 50 thousand Rial (about US$0.5) as a token of appreciation for their participation in the study. 
Data analysis
Themes contributing to nass consumption were extracted through conventional content analysis. Statistical software MAXQDA, Version 10, was used to manage the codes. To avoid loss of meaning through translation, analyses were done in the Turkmen language.
RESULTS
The results showed that the following were the main reasons for nass consumption: 1) cultural, social, and environmental facilitators, 2) nass was considered as an alternative to cigarette smoking, 3) nass was believed to intensify the effects of opium and other drugs, 4) specific occupations and circumstances, and 5) beliefs related to nass.
Cultural, social and environmental facilitators
Cultural background was described as one of the factors contributing to nass consumption. People become familiar with nass as they watch their elders use it. One of the participants stated: "nass has traditionally been here and people have been using it. We see our elders use it and we learn from them. Youngsters see it in their elders' hands and they learn." (Participant No.12 or P.12).
Easy and convenient access to nass was another contributing factor to its consumption. In those areas, one could easily find nass in any store. Also, when one starts using nass he may initially suffer from gastrointestinal problems, such as nausea and vomiting. Other common side effects are confusion and severe dizziness. Therefore, some experienced nass consumers tell adolescents and young people, who have not used nass before, that consumption of nass is not for everyone, and if they use it they won't be able to tolerate the side effects. Sometimes, instead of discouraging, such comments challenge the young people to prove their strength and endurance, hence they start using nass to show that they are capable to do so. Intensifying the effect of opium and other drugs S i m u l t a n e o u s a d d i c t i o n e n c o u r a g e s n a s s c o n s u m p t i o n . Pa r t i c i p a n t s b e l i e v e d t h a t consumption of nass after taking opium, alcohol, or Tramadol, intensifies the effect of these substances, sometimes doubling or tripling their effect and the accompanying pleasure. 
Beliefs related to nass
Some people had strong views and beliefs about nass, including its remedial effects; and such beliefs had motivated them to start using nass. For instance, nass is recommended by some older people as a remedy for toothache. "I was a teenager, about 12 or 13 years old, and one night I had a severe toothache and my grandfather, who was a nass user, gave me nass to stop my toothache." (P.12).
Some participants believed that nass gives them the feeling of mental relaxation and comfort, and considered that to be the reason for starting nass consumption. "I learned this while serving in the military. You are constantly nervous and stressed when serving in military. Whenever I used nass, I felt calm and my nervousness and agitation disappeared. Those were tough times and I was constantly nervous. When you take nass, you feel free and your pain disappears. So I started using nass to keep myself calm and relax." (P.12).
Some young people believed that using nass increased their physical strength, and that encouraged them to use nass. "I was working on a construction site with my friends. One of my friends suggested we use nass to boost our physical strength. That's how I started using it." (P.14).
DISCUSSION
This qualitative research examined the factors contributing to nass consumption among the Turkmen ethnic group residing in Golestan province. The results showed that 'cultural, social and environmental facilitators' were one of the main factors contributing to nass consumption. Turkmen have a long history of using nass to the extent that Magtymguly Pyragy, a famous Turkmen poet and mystic (1724-1807), in one of his poems denounced and condemned consuming nass. Such evidence further confirms that using nass has a historical and cultural root among the Turkmen. In their study on the prevalence of smokeless tobacco in Myanmar, Sein et al. 10 noted the historical and cultural background of chewing Kun-Yar. They also reported that the culture of chewing KunYar had been mixed with people's social customs and religious rituals and its related vocabulary had been included in primary and secondary school textbooks 10 . Mass supply and easy access to nass at a very low price were among important environmental factors facilitating the use of nass, as mentioned by all participants. Unlike other drugs, nass can be bought easily and at a low price from almost every grocery store in Turkmen-Sahra. One does need to know a dealer. A 50 g pack of Afghan nass cost 500 Toomans, equal to 0.13 USD. Turkmen nass is even cheaper, it costs half as much as Afghan nass. In Myanmar, betel is offered in all public places for a very low price and there are no policies in place to prevent its sale to children under 18 years of age 10 . The younger participants reported peer pressure as another factor contributing to nass consumption. Moreover, the availability of nass in the community created a sense of curiosity among adolescents and young people. They became curious about what nass offered that everyone was using it, and they decided to find out the answer through experience. This finding is in line with reports by numerous previous studies that have found direct and indirect peer pressure as one of the main contributing factors to smoking cigarettes and hookah [11] [12] [13] . High unemployment rates among young people and lack of healthy recreational activities were among other factors contributing to nass consumption, as mentioned by a number of participants. Unemployed Tob. Induc. Dis. 2018;16(August):37 https://doi.org/10.18332/tid/93697 8 youth are easily attracted to non-healthy recreational activities such as smoking and using nass and other drugs.
Nass was considered as an 'alternative to cigarettes' by many participants. Participants claimed that they had decided to quit smoking due to health-related issues or complains from family members. Since there are no smoking cessation or counseling centers in Iran, people looked for nicotine replacement therapies. Nass has nicotine and can alleviate the symptoms of smoking cessation; hence people started using nass instead of smoking cigarettes.
The use of smokeless tobacco to quit smoking has also been reported in other places. In Sweden, a quarter of men who decided to quit smoking used Snus 14, 15 . Furthermore, using Snus has been reported to reduce cigarette smoking among Swedish men and women from 1970 to 2000 16 . Norberg et al. 17 reported that between 1990 and 2007, the prevalence of smoking among men and women significantly decreased.
According to the participants of the current study, drug addiction also contributes to nass consumption. Drug users believed that using nass after taking a drug doubled or even tripled the effect of the drug. They also believed that using nass prolongs the effect of the drug. Also, since drugs dry the user's mouth, nass consumed after drug use does not melt quickly and stays in the mouth for much longer.
Certain occupations, such as fishing, driving and military service, were referred to as predisposing factors of nass consumption by some participants. The majority of people in the cities and villages by the Caspian Sea, such as Turkmen and Ghomishan, are fishermen and they often fish illegally, i.e. without having a license. Cigarette lights can be seen from far away and give away the location of the fishermen. Therefore, those who smoke cigarettes while fishing illegally are always in danger of being spotted and caught by the Coast Guards. To avoid this, these fishermen use nass instead of smoking cigarettes. Moreover, soldiers usually served their mandatory military service at places far away from their home. Mandatory military service is known to be a very difficult time for soldiers. Many of these soldiers started nass consumption to cope with the stress, calm their nerves, avoid cold weather, and simply stay awake while being on guard at night shifts. Unfortunately, by the time these soldiers completed their military service and returned home, nass consumption had become a well-stablished habit.
A small group of participants claimed that truck drivers have encouraged them to consume nass. When driving a truck to harvest crops, such as barley and wheat during the warm months of June, July and August, people preferred to use nass instead of cigarettes to prevent the potential danger of fire caused by careless use of cigarettes or improperly discarded cigarette butts.
The results of this study showed that people's beliefs about nass, particularly those related to its health benefits, were also among the main factors contributing to nass consumption. In some areas, especially the rural areas where there were fewer medical facilities, the elderly recommended use of nass for pain relief, e.g. to alleviate toothache. Furthermore, some people, especially those with heavy and strenuous manual jobs, believed that nass consumption could increase their physical strength. Therefore, they started using nass to boost their physical strength. They also believed that nass consumption would save them time at their workplace since, unlike cigarette smoking, they did not have to stop working to use nass. In Myanmar, tobacco-free betel was originally used to cover up bad breath and also help digestion; later on tobacco was added to betel 10 .
Limitations
This was the first qualitative study that explored the factors contributing to nass consumption among people in Turkmen-Sahra. In this study, individual interviews and focus group discussions were conducted in natural environments and social contexts. The participants were selected from 4 cities with higher prevalence of nass consumption. They were from different age groups and had different occupations, allowing the researchers to achieve a deeper understanding of the factors that encouraged use of nass. However, the study had a number of limitations. Although nass consumers are generally males, lack of female participants was one of the limitations of this study. Furthermore, future studies should consider recruiting participants from towns such as Maraveh-tapeh and Kalaleh where the prevalence of nass consumption is lower and also from Turkmen living in the province of North Khorasan.
Implications for policies and research
Findings of the present study are useful for health policy makers in planning and implementing intervention strategies to prevent nass consumption. Nass consumption prevention strategies in Turkmen society should focus on teenagers, a population at greater risk. Additionally, the results support the fact that easy access to nass is one of the main factors contributing to its consumption and hence should be given serious consideration when planning preventive strategies. Moreover, strict rules and policies should be created and implemented to regulate and control nass production and its distribution and sale in the society. Establishing 'stop smoking' clinics should also be considered to help those who want to quit smoking and prevent them from switching to nass.
CONCLUSIONS
The results of the present study showed the following as the main reasons for nass consumption among Turkmen: 1) cultural, social, and environmental facilitators, 2) nass was considered as an alternative to cigarette, 3) nass was believed to intensify the effects of opium and other drugs, 4) specific occupations and circumstances, and 5) beliefs related to nass. These findings could be valuable for health policy makers in supporting the prevention of nass consumption based on the behavioral triangle of enabling, strengthening and facilitating factors presented by Green and Kruter 18 . Health policy makers henceforth should plan and implement preventive strategies for nass consumption.
